Sleep apnea and nocturnal myoclonus in the elderly.
Insomnia, daytime sleepiness, and nocturnal wandering, so common in the elderly, are caused largely by two specific pathophysiologic processes. Sleep apnea is a condition where respiration pauses during sleep, leading to arousal. Sleep apnea is due either to obstruction in the throat or failure of the central respiratory center. Periodic movements in sleep are characterized by frequent ankle and leg flexions, leading to arousal. Sleep apnea and periodic movements in sleep require specific diagnoses and treatments. Each process occurs in 20%-30% of people over 65, and perhaps the majority of older people have one or the other condition or both. Because of possible interactions with these sleep disorders, the widespread prescribing of sleeping pills to elderly patients is irrational and often dangerous. In the future, large-scale clinical trials will be needed to define effective long-term treatments for these conditions and to define when treatment is worthwhile.